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This paper addresses problems, limitations, and frustrations that 
educators might have with internet-based learning management 
systems (LMS). A possible solution would be to, instead of 
purchasing a commercial LMS product, adopt a free cloud-based 
storage service and adapt it to an individual teacher’s pedagogical 
purposes.  While cloud-based storage services typically are not 
explicitly designed to be used as LMS, this paper argues that they 
could be reappropriated for that purpose. This paper will detail the 
different cloud-based storage services available to educators, and 
discuss methods for implementing such services in the classroom as 
a replacement for programs designed and marketed as LMS. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Learning management systems (LMS)—a broad term which includes the 
roughly equivalent learning content management systems (LCMS), course 
management systems (CMS), and virtual learning environments (VLE) —have 
become fairly commonplace in educational institutions.  LMS are internet-based 
programs that typically provide a wide range of tools to instructors and 
administrators, such as bulletin board system (BBS), e-mail, chat facilities, 
calendars, online learning material storage, online assessments, roster management 
and grading, grade reports and course standings, and online assignment submission 
(Levy & Stockwell, 2006).  While some large educational institutions (such as Ohio 
State University) sometimes have the resources available to develop and implement 
their own LMS, other institutions commonly purchase licensing and access for 
commercially available LMS, such as Canvas or BlackBoard.  Purchasing and 
implementation of these LMS, however, is a serious undertaking as costs can rise to 
tens of thousands of US dollars depending on the quantity of users and the features 
desired (Ketchum, et al., 2011). 
If an institution approves the purchase of a commercial LMS, instructors 
often face a new set of difficulties.  First of all, successfully implementing the LMS 
is a lengthy process that often requires a team of people who can plan and configure 
the LMS, integrate it into their institution’s computer system, migrate extant digital 
information, and test the new LMS before finally “going live” (Foreman, 2013).  
Once implemented, both instructors and students (and often even administrative 
staff) need to be trained on how to use the LMS.  Even after a successful 
implementation and training phase, individual instructors might only use a small 
― 17 ―
fraction of the LMS features that the institution is paying for, leaving all the unused 
features to clutter the interface and distract both student and instructor alike. 
A possible alternative to this costly and inefficient predicament could be to 
adopt a far more flexible cloud-based storage service instead of an officially 
designated LMS.  “The cloud” is a neologism for a network of computers and 
servers all connected together electronically that can store data remotely.  While the 
neologism is only a few years old, academies have been cloud computing for 
decades now—even before the advent of the World Wide Web—using various 
webmail and other network-based programs (ABC News, 2012).  With the 
increasing ubiquity of wireless Internet access and the proliferation of portable 
computers, old methods of storing electronic information—first on floppy discs and, 
more recently, on lightweight USB drives—have slowly receded in popularity, 
while storing information on the internet is becoming increasingly commonplace 
(Martin, 2014).  Old worries about forgetting to bring, misplacing, or breaking 
physical media are no longer an issue when homes, workplaces, and classrooms are 
very often connected to the Internet.  Although sharing university-owned drives via 
the Internet isn’t a new practice, the often-draconian security protocols demanded 
by universities as well as file ownership issues have made personal online storage 
space—space that’s controlled by an individual who can also customize privacy and 
even access to said space from her or his mobile phone—increasingly appealing, 
hence the rise of cloud-based storage services. 
The purpose of this paper is to explore whether and to what degree 
educators can utilize free cloud-based storage programs as a replacement for 
officially designated LMS.  First a comparison of various cloud-based storage 
programs will be offered, followed by proposed methodology.         
 
EVALUATION OF CLOUD-BASED STORAGE SERVICES 
 In order to effectively evaluate the various cloud-based storage services 
available to instructors and students, evaluative criteria ought first be established.  
An interesting line of inquiry for future research might be a broad survey among 
instructors and students alike to determine common issues and frustrations with 
traditional LMS, and then evaluate LMS alternatives in accordance to how they 
address LMS limitations.  Since such a study has yet to be undertaken, to develop 
evaluative criteria for this paper, a good place to begin would be with the direction 
that those in the LMS field are constantly pushing themselves to improve. 
 Bickford (2013), an LMS consultant, details common LMS complaints that 
she often hears from learning professionals.  Some of the complaints focus on the 
lack of flexibility—usability suffers depending on which operating system is being 
used (typically Windows or Mac) and what type of device is using the LMS 
(standard computer or tablet or even mobile phone).  Siemens (2004), a researcher 
and theorist in the field of e-learning, finds that users often have issues with the 
inability of LMS to integrate with new approaches or media that the LMS wasn’t 
specifically designed to accommodate.  He characterizes this common LMS 
approach as “locked-down, do-it-our-way,” labeling it a “glaring weakness” while 
maintaining that LMS rely too heavily on “what do the designers/administrators 
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want/need to do” instead of asking “what does the end user want/need to do” (para. 
5). Thus, a decent first evaluative criterion for an LMS alternative would be 
flexibility. 
 Bickford (2013) also mentions that LMS users frequently complain about 
the confusion experienced when new users are learning to use the program, but lays 
the blame for such frustration on a failure to appropriately test the LMS before 
purchasing it.  Siemens, on the other hand, maintains the confusion is an inevitable 
result from a tendency that shapes LMS development, namely a push to make the 
LMS “try to do everything” that often results in user disorientation.  Siemens 
believes that “one tool should not do it all,” and the LMS should instead 
synchronously collaborate with other tools designed for other specific tasks.  
Regardless of whether the blame lies with the purchasers or developers of LMS, a 
decent second criterion for an LMS alternative would be simplicity. 
 The third criterion is price.  In many academic contexts, learning 
institutions have deep pockets and often do not refrain from purchasing and 
implementing LMS technology with every feature added at the collective requests 
of a large number of instructors.  In other contexts, however, learning institutions 
lack the funds or willingness to purchase LMS, shifting the burden to individual 
instructors.  While some LMS offer “free” versions to instructors, those versions are 
frequently packaged with very limited functionality or abbreviated time limits that 
do not accommodate the term of a course.  Thus, a successful alternative to an 
expensive LMS would be a cloud-based storage service—repurposed to service as 
an LMS—that allows the greatest amount of service for free. 
 Security is an important consideration, often raised by the Information 
Technology department.  Educational information is not very tempting for would-be 
thieves.  Most apps require standard username/ password registration, which makes 
LMS alternatives about as secure as webmail or using credit cards online.  But if a 
dedicated hacker or data thief really wanted the information, they probably could 
get it.  Perhaps a future study could comparatively investigate the security features 
of cloud storage systems and which educational contexts might require more 
stringent standards. 
 An evaluation of some of the most popular available cloud-based storage 
services in accordance to the three criteria can be seen in Table 1.  All services were 
tested in Mac 10.x OS in 2013.  For each criterion, services were deemed “passing” 
if they could viably work in an educational context as a replacement to an LMS. 
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TABLE 1 
Comparison of Cloud-Based Storage Services 
 
 Service Name Flexibility Simplicity Free Service 
Amazon Cloud 
Drive 
Very good for 
syncing audio files; 
doesn’t allow group 
connectivity 
simple 
browser-based 
interface 
 5 gigabytes at 
startup 
Box  Designed for 
collaboration; 
mobile access 
simple browser-
based interface 
 10 gigabytes at 
startup 
Copy.com All file types, 
platforms and 
smartphones 
supported 
 mostly simple, 
but “fair storage” 
for collaboration 
is slightly 
complicated 
 15 gigabytes at 
startup 
Dropbox  All file types, 
platforms and 
smartphones 
supported; 
integrates with 
Facebook & 
Facebook Groups 
 simultaneous 
group editing not 
supported; no 
“view-only” 
access 
 2 gigabytes 
startup 
Google Drive  Doesn’t support 
all media types 
excels at 
collaborative 
projects; allows 
easy simultaneous 
group editing 
 5 gigabytes at 
startup 
iCloud  Doesn’t support 
all media types; 
mostly designed to 
backup Mac device.
 easy to back-
up files, 
collaborate 
 5 gigabytes at 
startup 
SkyDrive  Synced folders 
are for individual 
use only, not 
collaboration 
 drag and drop 
functionality; 
simple for both 
PC and Mac users
 7 gigabytes at 
startup 
SugarSync  All file types, 
platforms and 
smartphones 
supported; syncs 
any existing folder 
or file 
 drag and drop 
functionality; 
synced files aren’t 
limited to a single 
folder 
Free Trial for 30 
days only 
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METHODOLOGY 
 The following section details how a cloud-based storage service could be 
implemented into an educational context.  While many commercially available 
LMS products often try to do everything an instructor could possibly want to do, for 
the purposes of this implementation, the cloud-based storage service only seeks to 
facilitate collaboration, information dissemination, assignment submission, 
assessment, and feedback.  First a working cloud-based framework will be detailed, 
followed by more detailed explanation of how different elements could be 
facilitated. 
Framework 
 This proposed framework is designed around a principle division: the class 
folder and the individual folder.  The class folder is designated for course materials 
publicly available to all students.  The individual folder is designated only for the 
individual student and the teacher.  The division exists in order to preserve student 
privacy. In Figure 1, the file structure necessary to construct this framework is 
depicted.  
 
Figure 1 
Proposed file structure framework 
 
 
 
Collaboration 
 Under this framework, students can effectively collaborate with each other.  
In the class folder, students can post pertinent articles for classmates to read in 
preparation for a class discussion.  Similarly, if students are engaged in an extensive 
group project, a group folder could be created in the individual folder.  Inside this 
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group folder, students can share collaborative essays, research materials, 
PowerPoint presentations, or even video files for film projects.    
Information dissemination 
 Instructors can use either the class folder or the students’ individual folders 
to disseminate information, such as PDF reading materials, audio files, video files, 
assignment specifications, policy statements, and calendars.  Students would be able 
to check this information anywhere with Internet access and possibly even on their 
mobile phones.  
Assignment submission 
 Students can save their homework assignments in their individual folders 
for the instructor to inspect.  Examples of possible assignments that could be 
submitted in this fashion are essays, regular journals, audio diaries or video logs 
(“vlogs”).  The chief advantage of cloud-based assignment submission is a 
reduction of paper, making it cheaper, better for the environment, and impossible to 
misplace.  
Assessment 
 While assessment is a little more difficult to manage in the context of a 
cloud-based alternative to a standard LMS, it is possible.  For example, students 
could write the answers to a quiz or test in a word processor document, and then 
save the document to their individual folder.   
Feedback 
 In a cloud-based academic context, it is easy to deliver feedback.  Teachers 
could make comments on a student’s essay via the word processor’s ‘comment’ 
feature, and then save the document in the student’s individual folder.  Similarly, 
audio diary and vlog feedback could be submitted in reciprocal fashion via the 
individual folder.  Periodic course grade reports could also be distributed to students 
via their individual folder. 
 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 In evaluating whether or not to adopt a cloud-based storage system in place 
of an LMS product, it might be best to determine what could be lost and what could 
be gained.  Many LMS are integrated with easy-to-design quizzes that provide 
instantaneous scores to both the student and the instructor.  Additionally, LMS often 
feature BBS, e-mail, roster management, gradebook, and chat facilities.  If an 
instructor decided to implement a cloud-based alternative, all of those features 
would no longer be integrated. 
 However, all of those features can be found online or as software, and if 
those features cannot be found for free, they can likely be found at a fraction of the 
price of an LMS.  Additionally, if an institution purchases an LMS, instructors are 
often stuck with that system’s tools.  In other words, if the LMS’ calendar feature is 
poorly designed, it probably can’t be exchanged and reintegrated with a superior 
calendar feature from another developer.  Furthermore, if an institution purchases an 
LMS to serve the needs of an entire university, instructors and students might find 
themselves bogged down in a dense clutter of available applications when their 
specific course itself only needs two or three. 
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 Implementing a cloud-based alternative, however, allows instructors greater 
flexibility to streamline students’ electronic interactions in accordance with the 
nature of the course.  Additionally, as technology continues to evolve, instructors 
can easily adapt new applications and media to a loose and flexible framework that 
has already been established.  Perhaps the greatest benefit of adopting a cloud-based 
alternative is the dramatic reduction in price.  If more instructors utilized free cloud-
based alternatives, wealthier institutions could spend those funds in more productive 
areas, and poorer institutions might narrow the gap between the quality of 
educational technology they provide and the quality provided by more affluent 
competition. 
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